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City of Seattle 
COMPREHENSIVE PLAN AMENDMENT APPLICATION 

Use this application to propose a change in the policies, future land use map, 
appendices, or other components of the adopted City of Seattle Comprehensive Plan.  
Applications are due to the Seattle City Council no later than 5:00 p.m. on May 15th for 
consideration in the next annual review cycle. If May 15th falls on a weekend, the 
deadline is the Friday closest to that date.  Any proposals received after May 15th will 
be considered in the review process for the following year. 

(Please Print or Type) 

Date: May 15, 2009 

Applicant: Steven G. Gilbert, PhD, DABT 

Mailing Address: 8232 14th Ave NE 

City:   Seattle            State:    WA   Zip:  98115            Phone: 206.527.0926 

Email: sgilbert@innd.org 

Contact person (if not the applicant): 

Mailing Address: 

Email: 

City:                            State:       Zip:                       Phone: 

Name of general area, location, or site that would be affected by this proposed change 
in text (attach additional sheets if necessary) 

If the application is approved for further consideration by the City Council, the applicant 
may be required to submit a Sate Environmental Policy Act (SEPA) checklist. 

Acceptance of this application does not guarantee final approval. 

 

Applicant                                                             
Signature:___________________________________________  
Date:_______________ 
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REQUIRED QUESTIONNAIRE 

 

1) Provide a detailed description and explanation of the proposed text amendment. 

Include the element (environment) and the specific goal or policy to be amended. 

 

We are proposing an amendment to the Environment Element of the City of Seattle 

Comprehensive Plan. By adopting this amendment, Seattle would incorporate the precautionary 

principle as one of the City’s core values and as a tool for decision-making. The amendment 

would amplify Seattle’s existing value statements and policies emphasizing environmental 

protection without requiring additional resources. 

 

Proposed Language  

 

Every citizen of Seattle has an equal right to a healthy and safe environment. This requires that 

our air, water, earth and food be of a sufficiently high standard that individuals and communities 

can live healthy, fulfilling, and dignified lives. The duty to enhance, protect and preserve 

Seattle’s environment rests on the shoulders of government, residents, citizen groups and 

businesses alike. 

 

A Precautionary Approach 

 
The City sees the precautionary principle approach as an integrating element across its policy 

framework that will result in a healthier Seattle on every level. Establishing and committing to 

this shared covenant will help ensure the enduring livability and ecological viability of local, 

regional and global environments. The intent of this effort is to help enhance Seattle’s 

commitment to economic, environmental and social sustainability.   

 

A central element of the precautionary approach is the careful assessment of current and 

potential alternatives using the best available science. The precautionary principle recognizes 

there is often uncertainty in evaluation of hazards, but strives to incorporate an integrated 

assessment that emphasizes a health-based, whole ecosystem approach. One of the goals of the 

precautionary principle is to include citizens as equal partners in decisions affecting their 

environment and health. 

 

The precautionary principle’s emphasis on alternatives assessment and public involvement in 

decision making will enhance the City of Seattle’s ability to make healthier and more sustainable 

choices — choices which will encourage us to move beyond finding cures to harm already done 

and, instead, look to prevent harm to our health and the environment in the first place.   

 

Therefore, the City of Seattle adopts the precautionary principle as a policy framework for 

decision-making and defines the precautionary principle as follows:  

 

Where threats of serious or irreversible harm to people or nature exist, 

anticipatory action will be taken to prevent damages to human and 

environmental health, even when full scientific certainty about cause and 
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effect is not available, with the intent of safeguarding the quality of life of 

current and future generations.  

 

City of Seattle Roles  

 

The City plays many different roles in preserving, protecting, and enhancing the natural and 

build environments. As a service provider, the City can continue to demonstrate its leadership by 

promoting and advancing environmentally responsible practices.  

 

First, the City can lead by example, by running its operations in a more environmentally 

responsible manner. 

 

Second, the City can act as an educator, promoting knowledge and awareness of personal choices 

and decisions’ impact on the environment.  

 

Third, the City can act as an advocate in regional, state and national arenas to promote sound 

environmental protection. 

 

Fourth, the City can act as a regulator, effectively implementing and enforcing appropriate legal 

or regulatory requirements, such as through land use and building codes.  

 

Finally, the City can act as a catalyst for business and individuals to improve the environmental 

outcomes of their activities, by providing technical assistance and incentives for actions that 

contribute to the City’s environmental goals. 

 

Because this Plan identifies environmental stewardship as one of the City’s core values, the goals 

and policies in the Land Use, Transportation, Utilities, Housing and Neighborhood Planning 

elements are at least partially directed at finding environmentally sustainable approaches to 

growth management in the topics they address. This Environmental Elements augments the other 

elements of this plan by focusing on roles the City can play to protect the environment, beyond 

what it addresses in those other elements.  

  

 

2) Describe how the issue is currently addressed in the Comprehensive Plan. If the 

issue is not adequately addressed, describe the need for it. 

 

The proposed additions introducing the precautionary principle to the Environmental Element of 

the Seattle Comprehensive Plan reflect the values and goals expressed in a number of City 

policies and regulations. Endorsing the precautionary principle in the City’s Comprehensive Plan 

would provide a fundamental value statement that encourages a more cohesive and integrated 

approach to decision-making for all City of Seattle departments. In addition, this amendment 

places Seattle’s efforts to improve public health and the environment in a broader context — one 

that is compatible with large-scale efforts, occurring both regionally and globally, to ensure a 

sustainable environment in which all can prosper.  
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3) Describe why the proposed change meets the criteria adopted in Resolution 30662 

for considering an amendment to the Comprehensive Plan. Why is the proposed 

change the best means for meeting the identified public need? What other options 

are there for meeting identified public need? 

 

The proposed amendment complies with Resolution 30662. 

 

To ensure the quality of life for all Seattle residents, a consistent approach is required for to 

decision-making that protects public health and the environment, as described in the proposed 

amendment.  

 

In addition, incorporating the precautionary principle within the City of Seattle’s core values 

would provide important benefits. First, this amendment would underscore the City’s goal to 

provide a healthy environment for all humans and other species in this area. Second, it would 

encourage environmental and public health professionals and agencies to work together. Third, it 

would result in more unified and streamlined City government by ensuring all City departments 

use the same fundamental values in their decision-making. Finally, by becoming a leader on 

using precautionary measures, the City could inspire businesses and residents to incorporate this 

approach in their own decision-making, which would reinforce the City’s.   

 

Another option for meeting this need might be to encourage the City Council to endorse the 

precautionary principle as a stand alone statement, but because the City of Seattle’s 

Comprehensive Plan provides a unified, conceptual framework for City government, it seems the 

most appropriate place to include the precautionary principle as a policy framework for decision-

making citywide and for ensuring a healthy environment for all.   

 

 

4) What do you anticipate will be the impacts caused by changes in text, including the 

geographic area affected and the issues presented? Why will the proposed change 

result in a net benefit to the community? If not, what type of benefit can be expected 

and why? 

 

No specific geographically area will be affected, nor are there any anticipated negative impacts 

from the proposed changes. 

 

The primary benefit to the community is the reduced likelihood of ongoing and episodic hazard 

exposures to the environment, humans, other living creatures and ecological systems. Preventing 

and reducing exposures to toxic contaminants or other hazards will result in economic, social and 

environmental benefits. For example, taking preventative measures to improve air quality could 

result in a smaller number of children contracting asthma, a costly disease for individuals, family 

and society. Similarly, using alternative technologies can prevent costly spills and the 

contamination of our waterways with various persistent pollutants, which can threaten the 

viability of individual species, such as orcas and salmon, and local biodiversity.   

 

The precautionary principle can also provide a fundamental framework for more sustainable land 

use planning decisions. For instance, careful, upfront planning of transportation corridors can 

result in a number of benefits.  These include the reduced fragmentation of wildlife habitat, 
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provision of adequate drainage for local communities faced by flooding hazards and the 

preservation of functioning ecological systems.   

 

Another benefit of adopting the precautionary principle in the City’s Comprehensive Plan would 

be to provide a consistent framework for decision-making — one which encourages the 

government, businesses and citizens of Seattle to work together in sustaining and improving our 

environment. In addition, incorporating the precautionary principle would:   

 

 Encourage businesses and the general public  to consider a precautionary approach in 

their own decision-making; 

 Encourage local environmental and public health agencies to work together; and 

 Establish Seattle as a leader in the effort to provide a sustainable and high quality 

environment in which all can prosper. 

 

A more far reaching goal is to educate the citizens of Seattle about the precautionary principle 

and its application to our personal lives. For example choosing not to smoke, washing one’s 

hands, eating healthy, and exercising are all precautionary approaches to managing our health. A 

precautionary approach involves considering the available data and the consequences of ones 

actions at many levels. In this light, public and environmental health are all supported by a 

precautionary approach. 

 

 

5) How would the proposed change comply with the community vision statement, 

goals, objectives and polices of the Comprehensive Plan? Include any data, research, 

or reasoning that supports the proposed amendment. 

 

The City of Seattle currently has a number of policy statements and resolutions that apply a 

precautionary approach to issues related to the environment. The following examples make a 

strong case for explicitly endorsing the precautionary principle as the underlying foundation for 

decision-making in city government.
1
 

 

A.  The Washington State Growth Management Act.  This policy applies to situations when 

there is incomplete scientific evidence about whether a development or land use action could 

harm established critical habitat areas. In such cases, this legislation directs cities and counties to 

use, ―a precautionary or a no risk approach, in which development and land use activities are 

strictly limited until the uncertainty is sufficiently resolved.‖
2
 

 

B.  The City of Seattle’s Endorsement of the Earth Charter.  Section 6 of the Earth Charter 

states that we should ―prevent harm as the best method of environmental protection and, when 

knowledge is limited, apply a precautionary approach.‖  More specifically, the Earth Charter 

encourages its endorsers to: 

a.  Take action to avoid the possibility of serious or irreversible environmental 

harm even when scientific knowledge is incomplete or inconclusive. 

                                            
1
 See the Office of .Sustainability and Environment website for a more comprehensive look at these 

policies http://www.seattle.gov/environment/ 
2
 See full text for the Washington Administrative Code (WAC) Chapter 365-195, Growth Management 

Act on the website, http://www.leg.wa.gov/wac/index.cfm?fuseaction=chapterdigest&chapter=365-195) 

http://www.seattle.gov/environment/
http://www.leg.wa.gov/wac/index.cfm?fuseaction=chapterdigest&chapter=365-195
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b.  Place the burden of proof on those who argue that a proposed activity will not 

cause significant harm, and make the responsible parties liable for environmental 

harm. 

c.  Ensure that decision making addresses the cumulative, long-term, indirect, 

long distance, and global consequences of human activities. 

d.  Prevent pollution of any part of the environment and allow no build-up of 

radioactive, toxic, or other hazardous substances. 

e.  Avoid military activities damaging to the environment."
3
 

 

In September 2002, the Seattle City Council and Mayor Greg Nickels formally endorsed the 

Earth Charter and pledged their intention to ―assertively working towards the realization of its 

aims so that we can assure a healthy future for our community and for our earth.‖
4
 

 

C. The Office of Sustainability and Environment Mission Statement.    
The Office of Sustainability & Environment (OSE) mission is consistent with the precautionary 

approach and pledges the following:  

 

―to provide the leadership, tools and information to help City government and 

other organizations use natural resources efficiently, prevent pollution and 

improve the economic, environmental and social well-being of current and future 

generations‖
5
  

 

In addition, the OSE mission specifically emphasizes the importance of preventing 

pollution and integrating long-term economic, environmental, and social costs and 

benefits into City plans for actions and expenditures — both important elements of the 

precautionary principle. 

   

D. The City of Seattle Purchasing Policies.  The City of Seattle Environmentally Responsible 

Purchasing Policy states, ―The City shall promote the use of environmentally preferable products 

in its acquisition of goods and services.‖
6
 

 

Seattle’s purchasing policies follow a key element of the precautionary principle, that of 

evaluating alternative products and using those that cause the least harm.   

 

Several resolutions apply to this overall policy, which specify that departments should 

make purchasing decisions to achieve the following goals: 

 To increase the procurement of recycled and recyclable products.  (Resolution 

#28737) 

 To improve efficiency of water and energy use. (Resolution #29048) 

                                            
3
 For full text of The Earth Charter see http://earthcharterusa.org/eearth_charter.html  

4
 For media coverage on Seattle’s endorsement of The Earth Charter, see 

http://www.ci.seattle.wa.us/news/detail.asp?ID=2914&Dept=28) 
5
 For a list of specific Office of Sustainability and Environment responsibilities, see 

http://www.seattle.gov/environment/About_OSE.htm) 
6
 For more information on Seattle’s Sustainable Purchasing Program see 

http://www.seattle.gov/environment/purchasing.htm) 

http://earthcharterusa.org/eearth_charter.html
http://www.ci.seattle.wa.us/news/detail.asp?ID=2914&Dept=28
http://www.seattle.gov/environment/About_OSE.htm
http://www.seattle.gov/environment/purchasing.htm
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 To reduce products which result in hazardous pollution during manufacture, use, or 

disposal.  (Resolution #29268) 

 To reduce products which result in persistent toxic pollution, i.e. pollution from 

persistent bioaccumulative toxins or PBTs.  (Resolution #30487) 

 

These broad purchasing policies are now being implemented for specific types of 

products.  For example, the policies have guided a proactive set of environmental criteria 

for janitorial products to ensure the health and safety of city workers.
7
 Other product-

based decisions impacted by the city’s purchasing policies include computer and printer 

purchasing, battery disposal and the selection of office supplies.
8
    

 

E.  The City of Seattle Environmental Action Agenda.  This policy articulates the city’s goals 

for protecting environmental quality, promoting environmental justice, and improving quality of 

life in Seattle for current and future generations. More specifically, 

 

―The agenda creates a framework for integrated City environmental action, 

robust tracking and reporting, coherent communication on environmental issues 

and links environmental stewardship, economic development and social 

equity.‖
9
 

 

In this statement, the city follows another main tenant of the precautionary principle, 

which is the careful monitoring and reporting of short- and long-term environmental 

impacts. As part of the precautionary approach, the responsibility for such monitoring 

should fall to the proponents of the activity.  

 

F.  The City of Seattle’s Pesticide Reduction Program.   The two main goals of the program 

are the following: 

 to eliminate the use of the most potentially hazardous herbicides and 

insecticides; and  

 to achieve a 30 percent reduction in overall pesticide use.
10

 

 

This example demonstrates how precautionary action to prevent harm can be taken by setting 

target goals. Such goals encourage us to succeed in creating a safer and healthier environment by 

setting milestones for which we can strive over time.   

 

G.  The City of Seattle Comprehensive Plan.  The City of Seattle has clearly adhered to 

elements of the precautionary principle in its overall commitment to meaningful community 

involvement and transparency in decisions making and in developing its comprehensive plan.   

 

In preparing the City’s Comprehensive Plan in the mid-1990s, local citizens were empowered to 

envision what types of amenities, such as parks or transportation, they would need to support this 

                                            
7
 For the City of Seattle’s Environmental Criteria for Janitorial Products see 

http://www.seattle.gov/environment/Documents/JanitorialCriteria.pdf 
8
 For additional reports related to purchasing and city contracts see 

http://www.seattle.gov/environment/purchasing.htm) 
9
 See http://www.seattle.gov/environment/action_agenda.htm 

10
 See http://www.seattle.gov/environment/pesticides.htm 

http://www.seattle.gov/environment/Documents/JanitorialCriteria.pdf
http://www.seattle.gov/environment/purchasing.htm
http://www.seattle.gov/environment/action_agenda.htm
http://www.seattle.gov/environment/pesticides.htm
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growth. Community-based decision-making such as this is a core value for Seattle and for the 

precautionary principle. 

 

   

6) Is there public support for this proposed text amendment (i.e., have you conducted 

community meeting, etc.)? Note: All applications will be subjected to full public 

participation, notice, and environmental review. 

 

A similar application was submitted in 2004.  It is now time for the City to reconsider addressing 

the precautionary principle as part of the Comp Plan.  The Seattle Precautionary Principle 

Working Group a subcommittee of the Collaborative on Health and the Environment – 

Washington remains active.  We are seeking additional support for local groups 

 

 

 


